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Whose Story Is It? Thinking Through Early Childhood
with Young Children’s Photographs
Tran Nguyen Templeton
You’re [adults] not thinking about the people [children]. Maybe the people don’t want you to take
a picture of them when they’re like that. Like they just think, “Oh that’s so cute” (makes a shutter
noise, “chk”) and they don’t even want you to do that. What about that? Grown-ups aren’t
thinking about that! — Saloma
Looking back at photographs of herself taken by adults in preschool, 6-year-old Saloma (all names
are pseudonyms) articulates a rebuttal to adults’ representations of young children. At the age of 4,
Saloma had participated in my classroom research, taking photographs and talking about the images
in interviews and in a group with her peers. In her pictures and accompanying narratives, she revealed
the complexity of her shifting, multiple identities (Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001) as hyper-feminine,
daughter of a single mother, young child, consumer, etc. When we returned to the same images
two years later, she recalled her precarious relationship with a classmate and proclaimed her newer
preference for rock and roll versus the Disney ballads she’d liked when she was younger. Revisiting her
photos piqued Saloma’s interest. She asked to see more, but we only had the 25 she had taken with the
research camera. Instead, we looked at photos taken of her for the teachers’ documentation purposes. In
seeing images taken by adults, Saloma suddenly became indignant, recognizing an identity constructed
for her (and for other children, as indicated by her use of the word “people”). She spoke on this topic for
nearly 30 minutes, recounting the undesired pet names that teachers (including myself) often gave her.
What was so striking about her exposition was just how clearly and carefully she verbally articulated
these matters and memories. Between the ages of 2 and 4, she expressed her displeasure in ways that we
as adults seemed unable to register. For how long had she been containing these feelings?
My work emerges out of a concern that many adults are unable, and perhaps even unwilling, to
conceive of children’s desires and capacities to have a say over their own representations. After all,
so much of young children’s identities and narratives have been constructed for them by adults
through authoritative textbooks (Walkerdine, 1984), media (Holland, 2004), visual images such as
paintings and photographs (Higonnet, 1998), and even teachers’ documentation that aims to center
children’s perspectives (Yoon, 2019). Saloma’s critical reading of adults is one of myriad examples that
demonstrates how aware young children are of the distinct social position they occupy by virtue of
their age. Lesko (2012) writes of age as a “shorthand, a code that evokes what amounts to an ‘epidemic
of signification’” (p. 4). While Lesko refers to adolescence, a period that conjures up images of puberty
and fits of unruliness, early childhood resembles adolescence in its own significations. The early years
are marked also by an attendance to “progress, precocity, arrest, or decline” (Lesko, 2012, p. 96) as
adults examine children’s development within established precepts. To Silin (2014), the temporal
complexities of early childhood suggest the circulation of both power and vulnerability between
children and adults: the child has been determined to be “incomplete,” but also carries the strength of
potential and multiple becomings at once.
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According to Holland (2004), children—and I would emphasize children from minoritized communities
more than others—“suffer the indignity of being unable to present themselves as they would want to be
seen, or indeed, of even considering how they might want to be seen” (p. 19, emphasis added). As adults,
we “routinely set [ourselves] up as the ‘understanders,’ ‘interpreters,’ and ‘translators’ of children’s
behavior” (Waksler, 1986, p. 73). In particular, research about children is often rooted in adults’
commonsense understandings of children’s behaviors. I’ve written with Haeny Yoon on the imperative of
listening to children instead of to our own desires for who we think they are; listening is contingent on
how we hear (Yoon & Templeton, 2019). Further, as teachers and researchers, we easily access children’s
stories by virtue of our adult position, but what parts of their stories do children want us to know, and
what right do we have to know them?

CRITICAL CHILDHOOD STUDIES TO THINK THROUGH EARLY CHILDHOOD
Thinking through early childhood is to privilege the performative nature of our knowing rather
than a search for its truth value and to privilege the messiness of lived experience over the
rationality of theoretical constructs. — Silin, 2014, p. 16
Silin (2014) proposed the notion of “thinking through early childhood” by looking to children’s
knowledge as performed through desire, fear, experience, being, etc., rather than by measuring
children’s behaviors, gestures, and stories against theory. The danger, he noted, of overreliance
on theories is that they may act as governing rules (Silin, 2017) that diminish our possibilities and
capacities for responding. Because very young children’s primary modes of communication exceed the
verbal (Bengochea et al., 2020), many adults cannot fathom children as capable of speaking to their own
experiences (Fincham, 2016; Waksler, 1986). Such was the case with Saloma when she was 4. At the same
time, she was a young White girl whose very aesthetic garnered positive attention. She was likely heard
more than her peers. This is to say that levels of trust in children’s capacities to narrate their own lives
are uneven. Children from minoritized communities are less likely to be heard—or are easily misheard—
through their multiple modes of communicating themselves (Dumas & Nelson, 2016).
Inspired by Silin (2014), I “think through early childhood” by exploring with young children (ages 2
to 5) the photographs they take to (re)present themselves across contexts. To guide this thinking, I
take up critical childhood studies as an interdisciplinary framework that, at a macro level, questions
the universality of childhood, and at a micro level, regards children as experts in narrating their own
lives (for more extensive discussions of critical childhood studies, see Dumas & Nelson, 2016; Farley,
2018; Luttrell, 2020; Yoon & Templeton, 2019). While I spend much time writing generally about
children as a social group, it is vital to note that children’s specific positions are marked by their
multiple subjectivities (e.g., race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, language, nationality, dis/ability, religion,
citizenship, etc.). That is, children express and live out different childhoods by virtue of their social,
political, historical, and cultural positions.

VISUAL METHODS FOR PICTURING CHILDHOODS
By employing visual methods and photography as mechanisms for a critical study of childhoods, I work
to account for the ways that “children and adults ‘see’ and interact with their worlds in distinctive ways
that may be obscured from one another, not only through cognitive developmental differences but also
because they inhabit different cultural worlds offering dissimilar power and social status” (Burke, 2008,
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p. 34, emphases added). Rather than relying solely on verbal language or the manual dexterity needed
for writing, photography instead offers children the ability to “author their own texts, create meanings,
and make sense of the often mysterious and complex world of which they are a part” (Silin, 2014, p. 24).
This work adapts the collaborative seeing approach (Luttrell, Restler, & Fontaine 2012; Luttrell, 2010,
2016, 2020; Restler & Luttrell, 2018), originally employed with youth, to young children. The approach
puts cameras in the hands of participants to explore what images children take and how they narrate
(with words, utterances, and gestures) their photos across a series of audiencings. While similar
multimethod, multistage approaches (e.g., Clark and Moss’s [2011] Mosaic approach) have been taken up
by early childhood teachers and researchers, collaborative seeing opens the lens for my work in several
ways. First, my interest is broadly in what children want others to know about them and how the stories
they tell about themselves are fortified across time and space. How do children’s processes of showing
and narrating their photographs to different audiences “speculate about the inner work of growth as
impacted by the social and historical world” (Farley, 2018, p. 4)? Second, the approach accounts for the
image itself, whereas in other approaches, images elicit talk that then becomes the primary unit of
analysis. Tied to this is the commonplace notion that images and narratives are necessarily coherent
(when they rarely ever are), so an overreliance on representation may obscure the complex meanings an
image can hold (Vellanki & Davesar, 2020). Collaborative seeing asks that we hold multiple meanings
at once. Finally, and most vitally, collaborative seeing concerns itself with power and the subjectivity of
seeing and knowing (Luttrell, 2010, 2020). In the context of child-adult dynamics, therefore, it forces me
to ask how my adult eyes may be privileging particular narratives over children’s desired stories. As an
inquiry process, I have to ask into what space children might be welcoming me (or alternatively barring
me entry from); that they allow me a glimpse into their lives via their intimate images is worthy of a
deep awareness and reflexivity.
In this work (conducted with several groups from 2013 to 2019), young children in multi-age preschool
classrooms take photographs with a digital camera. To minimize the expectation that I want to see
specific photographs, the prompt I give them is simply, “Take pictures.” With a digital camera holding
up to 75 images, the children take the camera home (for one day up to 21 days). Once they return the
camera and feel ready to look at their photos, they sit with me for a photo interview (taking between
13 and 60 minutes, depending on the child’s desire to stay with the images). At the end of our childled conversation, I ask the child to choose five images they would like to show to their peers during a
group meeting. The ways children select these photographs is akin to the ways that adults curate their
social media feeds, for example. I consider that children engage in a process of carefully constructing
identity. The children then audience their chosen photos to all of the peers in their classroom, who can
then comment and ask questions of the photographer. These opportunities engage both the child who
took the photographs, and the children who are viewing the images, in shared identity work. Each is
coproduced in and through relations among themselves and the images at work.
The study in this article took place with 11 children in a preschool classroom at a private universityaffiliated child care center in upper Manhattan, where I previously taught. Due to word limits, I cannot
expand here on the site and participants, the shortcomings and affordances of my relationship with
the school, or the philosophy and pedagogy of the classroom. Readers can find more details about this
classroom, my research methods (including 40 days of ethnographic observations), and my analysis
in my article in Children’s Geographies (Templeton, 2020) and in a joint paper with Haeny Yoon (Yoon
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& Templeton, 2019). In the former article, I wrote about Jaylen, a biracial, 3-and-a-half-year-old, selfidentified boy who is also featured here. There, I described Jaylen’s understandings of being a child in
the city vis-à-vis his documentary-style photographs of his trip from school to home in East Harlem.
While one identity of his is discussed in that work, here I describe another, surfaced by the ways that the
material objects in his life are “embedded in webs of care—that is, as a means to differentiate, identify,
and underscore [his] belonging” (Luttrell, 2020, p. 75).
This work purposely holds open possibilities for children’s becomings and identities that are not always
visible to us as adults in their lives. How do we meet children again and again, on their terms? How
do they welcome us into their inner worlds? How do we come to know children—with their layers of
subjectivities and ways of seeing themselves?

“TAKIN’ PICTURES FROM MAMA”: JAYLEN’S PHOTOS OF FAMILY
One of the five photographs Jaylen chose to showcase to his classmates was one that I immediately coded
as including an iPad: a picture that seemed to require planning, in which an iPad, encased in a thick
child-proof cover, is placed in landscape orientation against the arm of a brown leather couch (Figure 1).
Folded over the arm of the couch to the right of the device is a pair of Jaylen’s pajama pants. Pillows that
Jaylen may have moved in order to more easily take photos of the iPad are on the ground further to the
right. This was one of 13 images of the same iPad, taken from different vantage points, from close-ups to
shots taken while Jaylen stood above the device. The multiple images of the iPad spoke to its importance
to Jaylen. I had noted the figure on the screen, but I naively thought that an equally important part of
the photograph was the iPad itself. Like Fontaine (2015) writing about a youth participant’s photographs
of TV and computer screens, I became fixated on the proliferation of digital devices in young children’s
lives, part of a longstanding debate that dichotomizes screens into “good screens” and “bad screens.”

Figure 1. Untitled by Jaylen
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What Jaylen emphasized in the interview, however, was not the iPad (his classmates did not ask him
about the iPad during the group meeting, either); I seemed to be the only one who was interested in it.
Jaylen’s first statement during the interview about this sequence of images was, “But can you see what …
I take a picture from … Dada.” Shuffling through all 13 nearly duplicate images, he deliberated, “I don’t
know what … how… how many pictures I take from Dada.” What was important for Jaylen to share with
me and his peers was that his Dada was on the screen. “And I was takin’ pictures from my Dada,” Jaylen
told the class as he showed the image.
As an only child, whose parents have separated, Jaylen split his time between their homes. He stayed
with his father on weekends, and in the interview, I asked him if he talked to his dad every night. “Yeah,
and every morning too,” Jaylen added. I asked him other questions, including whether he called his
dad or vice versa. “I call him,” Jaylen clarified. To my question about whether he knew how to use the
device on his own, he replied—with a slight look of surprise, or perhaps indignation that I might think
that he didn’t know—“I just—, I do.” When I even more obtusely asked him why his father was on the
iPad, he said, “Because that’s what people do.” It was not unusual for him (why should it be?). Jaylen’s
relationship with his father during the week was facilitated through technology, but it was no less
intimate.
The photographs of his Dada on the iPad were not Jaylen’s only pictures showcasing care networks as
mediated through digital devices. He also audienced a photo of his mother holding up her phone to take
a picture of him (Figure 2). Set against the backdrop of East Harlem, Jaylen’s mother smiles as she directs
her iPhone toward him. The picture captures an intimate after-school moment between Jaylen and his
mother. He often travelled to school with her, but from school to home with his college-aged nanny, so
this trip was not common. Upon seeing the printed version for the first time, Jaylen smiled as I held it up.
In mid-sentence, he offered a description that he would later repeat verbatim to his peers, “… I was takin’
pictures from Mama, and Mama was takin’ pictures from me.” Again, despite the digital technologies’
physical centrality in the photographs, Jaylen focused on the images as reflective of his relationship with
caregivers.

Figure 2. Untitled by Jaylen
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The meta-photograph of his mother photographing him potentially served as a way for Jaylen, one of the
younger children in the group (he was 3 years, 5 months old while the group’s average age was 3 years,
10 months old), to bolster his social position. Before sharing the photo with his peers, he asserted, “I
wanna take this one cause, cause I was takin’ pictures from Mama. That was so funny one. I’m gonna
show everyone.” In remarking that “it was so funny one,” Jaylen seemed to understand that humor was
a way to gain social leverage in this space. Indeed, humor was valued in this classroom; it was a mode
of relationality among children and adults. In my observations of him, Jaylen often tried to pick up on
other children’s jokes. If another child made a sequence of sounds that got other children to laugh, Jaylen
emulated that behavior, though not always with the same level of success. His brand of humor tended to
be more physical, and while this worked more often than not with those his age, older classmates were
less receptive to it. The photo of his mother that “was so funny one” seemed to serve a dual purpose. It
was a token of his relationship with his mother and a way to gain status in the preschool community,
where provoking laughter from classmates strengthened affective bonds and elevated social status.
In addition to being younger, one of only a few Black or Brown children in the child care center, and one
of only two boys in the classroom, Jaylen was also a second language learner (he was learning French,
which his mother also spoke). Perhaps because of this, he spoke slowly, deliberating about the words
he would use. His diction and use of the phrases “from Dada” and “from Mama” instead of “of Dada”
or “of Mama” revealed his burgeoning second language acquisition. As is often the case in preschool
classrooms, those with more linguistic prowess ruled play and meeting spaces. In this space, younger
children like Jaylen who were developing their verbal capacities seemed to work harder to obtain and
maintain prominent positions. Jaylen was known for his gentle disposition and his motor skills; he
leveraged this through engaging in more physically oriented play. He often followed others’ lead in play,
joining in on ongoing scenes before initiating his own ideas. Jaylen’s position in the classroom was not
necessarily central. In my observations of him, I noted that he seemed to be positioned on the margins.
Other children often did not hear him when he spoke during group meetings, and teachers often
intervened to ask others to listen to him. Children, whether older or younger, at times corrected Jaylen’s
language. For example, when Jaylen accidentally called Saryu “Daryu” in the group meeting, Valeria
(who was younger than he) quickly reprimanded him, “DAH-ryu? SAR-ryu!” Jaylen often responded to
moments like these by quieting down or silencing himself.
Sharing the photographs presented Jaylen with an opportunity to hold a different position in the
classroom. As we left the one-on-one photo interview, he seemed excited to have the chance to share his
images. I explained to him what his role would be (“you can be the one in charge of the circle and you
can call on people to ask questions and talk”), and Jaylen responded, “Yeah. Because I haven’t do those. I
hadn’t do those,” referring to the fact that he had not audienced his photos yet, as he had seen others do.
Two days later, eager to share the photographs with his peers, Jaylen greeted me at the classroom door.
“I’m going to show everyone,” he declared as he and I pulled out the pictures. He shuffled through the
five photos, pulled out the one of his mother, and smiled at it.
During Jaylen’s group meeting, the picture of his mom did not get the reaction that he seemed to hope
it would (another photo that he took of a train did); he looked around at the children and waited for
a response as he seemed to try to convince them of the humor of the image. The photo did receive
attention from Natalie, but she was more interested in the “wallet” (a phone with flap cover) his mom
was holding. Jaylen said it was because “she’s takin’ pictures.”
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MEETING JAYLEN AGAIN THROUGH HIS IMAGES
Though initially Jaylen did not seem to show as much interest in the camera as his peers did, he took
157 photographs during the study, nearly twice as many as the other children took. He was one of
two children who asked for an additional memory card to take more pictures, and when the children’s
pictures were placed in shared photo albums, Jaylen filled in the empty pages with other photos he had
taken. Among those was the one shown in Figure 3 of his mother, still in her work clothes, presumably
looking at her telephone. In front of her is a laptop; the image on the screen suggests she is working
rather than playing. In the photo interview, Jaylen talked about sitting next to his mom while she worked
every night before bedtime: “Look, mommy doing work. She do this every night, she do that.” This
routine was part of a life shared with his mother, including walks with her to and from school, just as
video calls on the iPad were part of a life shared with his father.

Figure 3. Untitled by Jaylen

Silin (2006) discusses welcoming spaces as ones where children “come to feel safe, to know that they will
be heard, and to recognize that they can legitimately hold on to parts of the past even as they move into
the future” (p. 3). Using the collaborative seeing approach within one classroom is a way to provide a
space where children like Jaylen, whose position in the group at some moments is more marginal, might
be able to introduce different parts of themselves. As identity objects (Tinkler, 2008), the photographs
that he (and other children) took and shared held intense meanings for them, as well as potentialities
for becoming. Jaylen’s bringing images (one of which he hoped would have affective appeal as well) of
his family and care network to the group meeting seemed, in a sense, to be staging his own welcoming. I
observed him navigate the meeting, in which he appeared, for the moment, to let go of his hope that the
meta-photo would elicit laughter, and instead turned his attention to his peers’ interest in another photo
he had taken. That photo, of the 1 train at the 125th-street station, was reminiscent of what the other
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children knew Jaylen for (Thomas the Tank Engine was his favorite television show at the time). At the
same time, Jaylen still did not shy away from displaying the photograph of his mother on the classroom’s
low-hanging bulletin board and in the photo albums. It eventually did become a point of conversation
between he and others on a number of occasions.
To add to the larger story, I had “known” Jaylen since he was a 2-year-old. I had been his toddlerteacher for a term and had continued visiting with the group after that. I watched his transition to the
preschool room and revised a year-long report written about him by another teacher. Stories written
by adults at the child care center, including anecdotes to which I had access, included discussions of his
developmental milestones (e.g., his increasing verbal capacity), moments of physical play, or interest in
trains, for example. It was in the process of this visual research, however, that I came to see how Jaylen
saw and understood himself. His presentation of self included salient depictions of his belonging to the
city (Templeton, 2020) and to his family.
The notion—often an abstracted and watered-down understanding of the preoperational stage of
Piaget’s theory—that children are “egocentric” and thus overfocused on themselves and their own
interests, is contested in and through these children’s images and narratives. Over the course of this
research process, I observed as children’s use of the camera, their portrayals and emphases in particular
images, pointed to networks of care and belonging. If children narrated their photographs of digital
devices, they always discussed the pictures in relation to family. Photos and stories not described here
included other children’s images of iPads being used to communicate with family internationally and to
play games together, “robots” that reminded them of their parents’ work, and television shows shared
with siblings. To be sure, it is not uncommon to see photos of family displayed in preschool classrooms,
but those are often posed photos and/or images curated by adults. The pictures that the children in this
study took reflected their realities and their perspectives of family and home. For Jaylen, those included
having video calls with his father and eating dinner with his mother before a nightly routine which
involved sitting by her as she worked. These images, situated by the children within relations of care and
familial belonging, force adults like me to “recalibrate [our] assessment of what [we] see” (Luttrell, 2020,
p. 82) and what we think we know about what children value and want for themselves. The pictures and
narratives ask us to hold multiple notions of childhood in mind, including one that may be rooted in our
fears that technology may supplant, rather than support, children’s relational modes.
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